Validity and comparability in cross-cultural video studies of classrooms by Xu, Lihua & Clarke, David
 DRO  
Deakin Research Online, 
Deakin University’s Research Repository  Deakin University CRICOS Provider Code: 00113B 
Validity and comparability in cross-cultural video studies of classrooms 
Citation of the final chapter:  
Xu, Lihua and Clarke, David 2019, Validity and comparability in cross-cultural video studies of 
classrooms. In Xu, Lihua, Aranda, George, Widjaja, Wanty and Clarke, David (ed), Video-based 






This is an Accepted Manuscript of a chapter published by Routledge in Video-based research in 







Downloaded from DRO: 
http://hdl.handle.net/10536/DRO/DU:30115514  
2 
Validity and comparability in cross-
cultural video studies of classrooms 
Lihua Xu 
Deakin University, Melbourne, Australia 
David Clarke 
University of Melbourne, Melbourne, Australia 
 
To cite this article:  
Xu, L. & Clarke, D. (2018). Validity and Comparability in Cross-cultural Video Studies of 
Classrooms. In Xu, L., Aranda, G., Widjaja, W., & Clarke, D. (Eds). Video-based Research in 
Education: Cross-disciplinary Perspectives (pp.19-33). New York, NY: Routledge.  
 
• Research context 
o Secondary mathematics classrooms 
• Methodological focus/insights 
o The tension between validity and comparability; the issue of 
representativeness and typification 
• Theoretical stance 
o The underlying philosophical position is pragmatism, which views theories 
as tools selected to meet specific needs 
• Additional issues are highlighted, e.g. ethical or technical issues? 





There is growing interest in cross-cultural comparative studies in education in many 
countries. International comparative studies of classroom practice such as Trends in 
International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) video studies provide measures 
of teaching practices that can be compared across a diverse range of cultural contexts. 
These large-scale video-based survey-style studies provide a platform for researchers 
to interrogate culturally idiosyncratic classroom practices, allowing for the discovery 
of implicit assumptions regarding pedagogical practices that may not otherwise be 
visible (Roth, 2013; Stigler, Gallimore, & Hiebert, 2000), and opening up new 
possibilities for improving teaching practices in the researchers’ home countries 
(Hiebert, Stigler, & Manaster, 1999). 
However, the results of these studies are often taken as unproblematic and used to 
inform education policies in many countries (Keitel & Kilpatrick, 1999). Stengers 
(2011) argued that comparison should be regarded as a matter of concern rather than a 
matter of fact. Similarly, Clarke, Wang, Xu, Aizikovitsh-Udi, and Cao (2012a) argued 
that the right to compare cannot be assumed. Rather, as researchers, we need to 
legitimise both the act of comparison and the categories through which the act is 
performed. Such legitimisation should be an essential element of any cross-cultural 
comparison of classroom practices and is yet to be given sufficient emphasis in reports 
of cross-cultural comparative research. 
This chapter discusses several issues central to all cross-cultural comparisons of 
classroom practices, including: (1) representativeness and typification; (2) 
comparability; and (3) cultural validity. This chapter will discuss these three issues in 
relation to two major international comparative video studies of classroom practice: the 
TIMSS video study (Stigler, Gonzales, Kawanaka, Knoll, & Serrano, 1999; Hiebert et 
al., 2003), and the Learners’ Perspective Study (LPS) (Clarke, 2006). Both studies 
aimed to investigate classroom teaching and learning, utilising videotaped lessons as 
the basis for cross-cultural comparison by an international team of researchers. This 
chapter focuses on issues related to how the video data were analysed by each research 
team to facilitate productive and legitimate comparison across distinct cultural settings. 
Use of video in cross-cultural comparison of classroom 
practices 
The potential of video in researching classrooms has been widely acknowledged. Jewitt 
(2012), for example, identified three key features of video data as a ‘real-time sequential 
medium’, providing a ‘fine-grained multimodal record’ that is ‘durable, malleable, and 
sharable’ (p.4). Similarly, Harris (2016) claimed that the most exciting part of video as 
method is its ‘flexibility and adaptability’ (p.29). These features of video data offer rich 
potential for generating and building recordings of human culture and activities and 
enabling new ways of data capturing, analysis, and dissemination of research findings. 
In comparative studies based on video, the cultural situatedness of what is being 
compared is made much more explicit, as opposed to test-based cross-cultural 
comparisons, which can create a misleading impression of being culturally neutral. The 
advancement of video technology offers a powerful methodological tool for facilitating 
international cross-cultural comparison of classroom practices in four important ways. 
Firstly, video enables more precise, complete, and fine-grained analyses of teaching 
practices (Roth, 2013; Jordan & Herderson, 1995), afforded by the slowing down 
capacity of video, which can then be transcribed and analysed to identify the intricacies 
of human interactions (Lemke, 2007). Secondly, videotaped classroom practices 
provide a durable record of teaching in a particular time and place, allowing for repeated 
viewing and analyses from different viewpoints (Jacob, Hollingsworth, & Givvin, 
2007) and from a range of theoretical and participant perspectives (Clarke, 2006; Clarke 
et al., 2012). Thirdly, video records can be coded from a variety of analytical stances, 
allowing for both quantitative and qualitative data investigations (Bogdan & Biklen, 
1998; Jordan & Henderson, 1995; Jacobs et al., 1999; Stigler et al., 2000). Finally, the 
portability and accessibility of video records provide opportunities for multiple 
analyses by international research teams and facilitate collaborative interactions 
between international partners from a diverse range of cultural backgrounds and 
research expertise (Ulewica & Beatty, 2001). Video methodology allows for 
collaborative analysis across countries, bringing more perspectives to the code 
development, coding and analytic processes, and the development of a shared ‘words-
to-images’ description of teaching (Roth, 2013, p.35), ensuring high inter-rater 
agreement and more reliable coding (Roth, 2013). 
However, the convenience offered by video records does have its drawbacks. 
Blikstad-Balas (2017) discussed three interrelated concerns that are argued to have 
impact on the overall credibility and reliability of research projects that rely on video 
data. These concerns include framing context, magnifying events, and representing 
data. These three concerns are closely connected to the inevitable tension in cross-
cultural research between achieving comparability across cultural contexts and 
maintaining relatively high validity of data interpretation (Clarke et al., 2012a). We will 
discuss these concerns and tension in the following sections. 
The role of video in research and the ‘phenomenology of 
seeing’ 
Central to the above discussion is the question of when video becomes data. This 
question connects closely to what Erickson (2007) termed the ‘phenomenology of 
seeing’ and the role of technology in facilitating seeing by the researchers. Erickson 
(1986; 2007) argued that video records demonstrate behaviours but not the meaning 
behind these behaviours. Understanding the meaning requires researchers’ 
interpretation of the thought processes undertaken by the teacher or by the students. 
Such interpretation depends on researchers’ professional vision (Goodwin, 1994), 
‘socially organized ways of seeing and understanding events that are answerable to the 
distinctive interests of a particular social group’ (p.606). As such, video records are not 
data, but are processed into data through the work of looking by the viewer, and the 
process of video becoming data draws upon cultural beliefs and knowledge (Goldman 
& McDermott, 2007; Erickson, 2011; Jewitt, 2012) and, of course, the theoretical 
orientation of the researcher (Clarke et al., 2012b). 
Culture is a significant factor in determining those things that are attended to by the 
researcher. Ulewicz and Beatty (2001) made clear the significant role in the framing of 
video images of both researchers and participants in cross-cultural comparative studies. 
Contextual information, supplementary to what was recorded on video, can help to 
facilitate understanding of cultural norms associated with specific classroom practices, 
which would otherwise be unfamiliar and difficult for outsiders to interpret. Teaching 
varies depending on contextual factors such as objectives, location and timing of the 
lesson, curricular and organisational contexts, and the physical configuration of the 
learning environment. An observer, without in-depth understanding of the classroom 
and cultural context, can often make uninformed and untested assumptions and 
inferences about observed lessons and develop an ‘exaggerated sense of confidence’ 
regarding what was viewed (Ulewicz & Beatty, 2001). There can also be an inclination 
for researchers to ‘cherry pick’ moments of interest from their videos, failing to present 
a systematic rationale for their decisions about what excerpts within the continuous 
recording to focus on analytically and what excerpts to overlook analytically (Erickson, 
1986; 2007). A single example may illustrate a hypothesised relationship, it may even 
contest the validity of a widely held assumption, but it cannot prove the correctness of 
a proposition, except in the sense of proving the possibility of a phenomenon, but not 
its prevalence. In some cases, observing one lesson might consolidate rather than 
challenge previously held assumptions. Researchers must pursue counter-examples 
systematically, with at least the same energy that they give to identifying exemplars. 
As argued by Goldman and McDermott (2007), the power of video does not only lie in 
what is visible, but ‘in what [videos] challenge and disrupt in the initial assumptions of 
an analysis. [Videos] are a starting point for understanding the reflective, patterned 
ways interactions develop’ (p.101). 
In the discussion that follows, we set out some of the considerations and 
consequences of the use of video for cross-cultural research, drawing upon both the 
TIMSS and LPS video studies, which will be introduced briefly in the next section. 
 
Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) 
The primary goal of the TIMSS 1995 video study was ‘to assess the feasibility of 
applying videotape methodology in future wider-scale national and international 
surveys of classroom instructional practices’ (Stigler et al., 1999, p.1). Drawing 
randomly selected samples of eighth-grade mathematics classrooms from three 
participating countries, the TIMSS 1995 video study used a national probability sample 
from each of the three countries to create a comparative picture of Grade 8 mathematics 
teaching. The final sample included ‘231 mathematics lessons: 100 in Germany, 50 in 
Japan, and 81 in the United States’ (Stigler et al., 2000, p.92). The lessons were video 
recorded using one camera focusing on the teacher, supplemented by a post-filming 
questionnaire which asked the teacher to describe the lesson goal and position of the 
lesson within a sequence. The TIMSS-R study (Hiebert et al., 2003; Roth et al., 2006) 
expanded the TIMSS 1995 video study by including science as a second focused subject 
area and including seven countries in the video survey of eighth-grade mathematics and 
science teaching practices. Randomly sampled lessons were recorded using two 
cameras: one camera focused on the teacher, and the second stationary camera focusing 
on the whole class from the front of the classroom. Other data types collected included 
teacher and student questionnaires, student work samples, textbook page samples, and 
sample tests. For both video studies, a range of techniques were developed for digitising 
and coding video records for qualitative and quantitative analyses, the combination of 
which was intended to provide insight through qualitative analysis and coherence 
through quantitative coding (Stigler et al., 2000). 
Jacob et al. (2007), in their reflection on their involvement in both TIMSS video 
studies, identified the critical tensions between reliability and validity in the analyses 
of the video data. It was discovered that the specialist teams seemed to be able to reach 
higher levels of reliability as opposed to a team of coders who did not share expertise 
in mathematics teaching. It also seems reasonable to assume that the specialist teams 
were more likely to make valid inferences in their interpretations of the events being 
coded. In addition, they admitted that a serious potential pitfall of both TIMSS video 
studies lies in not collecting sufficient supporting data to contextualise the videotaped 
events in order to avoid potential misinterpretations. 
It is worth noting that sampling issues continue to be a challenge for all large-scale 
studies such as TIMSS, since video research tends to be costly, and having a large 
sample, representative of a teacher’s normal practice in a cultural setting, continues to 
be problematic. The inevitable dynamic between teaching practice and the topic being 
taught poses a significant sampling challenge, whether our goal is to characterise the 
norms of practice of a single teacher or an entire school system or culture. Capturing 
single lessons rather than lesson sequences was a major limitation (Lokan, 
Hollingsworth, & Hackling, 2006). Under such constraints, forms of research design 
logic are required that support arguments of typicality on grounds other than statistical 
representativeness. These alternative logics would include consistency of practice 
across sampled lessons, or teachers or schools that were purposefully selected for their 
diversity. Equally, identification of stable and variant elements across a lesson sequence 
can suggest distinctions between essential and contingent aspects of classroom practice. 
Learner’s Perspective Study (LPS) 
The TIMSS video study was a national sampling of classrooms, intended to legitimise 
claims of representativeness. The logic of TIMSS is the logic of survey. Aggregation 
of data across classrooms within a country assumes that other things such as variation 
in schooling systems, classroom contexts, topics taught, and cohorts of students do not 
matter. It tends to deny the possibility of recognising and explaining the variations in 
other measures. On the other hand, some studies focus their attention on ‘quality 
teaching practice’ (see Chapter 3 of this book) or ‘competent teaching’ (Clarke, 2006). 
The basis of comparison is a portrayal of competent practice as identified by local 
criteria. 
The Learner’s Perspective Study (LPS) is a 16-country comparative study of eighth-
grade mathematics classrooms. The LPS employs a complementary accounts 
methodology developed by Clarke and his colleagues (Clarke, 1998; 2001; Clarke et 
al. 2007). In essence, it captures classroom interactions through a multi-camera 
approach and elicits participants’ interpretations of classroom events through video-
stimulated post-lesson interviews. The LPS research design has been detailed elsewhere 
(Clarke, 2006). In brief, three teachers, who were considered as competent by local 
standards, from three different schools, serving demographically different 
communities, were selected in each city. A sequence of at least ten lessons was 
videotaped for each teacher using three cameras (teacher camera, whole-class camera, 
and focus-student camera), and video-stimulated post-lesson interviews were 
conducted with both the teacher and two focus students to elicit their reconstructive 
accounts of the lessons. Other materials collected included student written work, 
instructional materials, and so on. 
Unlike the TIMSS Video Study, the LPS was not intended to identify either the 
‘typical lesson’ or ‘typical instructional practice’ in any of the participating countries. 
Instead, the focus was on documenting the teaching and learning practices occurring in 
the classrooms of competent teachers across a sequence of at least ten lessons. 
Documentation across ten lessons afforded the identification of consistency and 
variation in a teacher’s practice, while also sampling a wider range of each teacher’s 
instructional actions and the associated learner actions. Commitment to the continuous 
documentation of a ten lesson sequence represented an investment in each classroom 
that justified additional effort to minimise the inevitable intrusiveness of three video 
cameras and the accompanying researchers. 
The strategic selection of three competent teachers in schools serving 
demographically different communities in a major city in each country appeals to an 
entirely different research design logic from that employed in the TIMSS video studies. 
From the outset it was intended that the LPS should both complement and supplement 
the findings possible from the TIMSS video studies. Where the TIMSS video study 
could identify a practice as prevalent across a national sample, the LPS could examine 
its consistency of occurrence and form of implementation within the practice of a single 
competent teacher (Clarke et al., 2007). A practice that appeared recurrent across the 
three teachers from a given country could be compared with norms of practice identified 
in the TIMSS video study as characteristic of that country or of a country that might be 
considered culturally similar. This enabled distinctions (and connections) to be made 
between the practices of the typical teacher (TIMSS) and the selected competent 
teachers (LPS) in each country. 
Like all selective case study designs, the LPS appealed to the logic of possibility 
rather than probability. The detailed documentation of the practices in the classrooms 
of competent teachers indicated possibilities for practice across the participating 
countries, rather than the prevalence or probability of occurrence of any such practices 
as presented in survey design studies. Underlying both approaches (survey and selective 
case study) are assumptions about the legitimacy of comparison. The remainder of this 
chapter identifies and discusses issues relevant to both types of study. 
Representativeness and typification in cross-cultural video 
analysis of classroom practices 
Classroom research tends to generate a huge amount of data as researchers attempt to 
capture the complexity of classroom practices from various perspectives over certain 
periods of time (Barron, 2007). However, many such studies end up with only a very 
small proportion of data being analysed and reported. Blikstad-Balas (2017) argued that 
focusing only on very small fragments of a context in the final reported analysis runs 
the risk of systematically missing out on relevant information, not only in terms of the 
rest of the classroom context not captured on record, but also in relation to data that 
remain unscrutinised. Furthermore, Lemke (2007) called attention to the fact that 
educational research is filled with thousands of excellent analyses of five-minute 
episodes from different classrooms, but very few analyses of learning over longer time 
scales, and he called for the need to develop meso- and macroscale uses of video to 
complement the microscopic approach to video analysis. 
Some systematic approaches to analysing video data have been proposed to deal 
with the issue of representativeness and typication in video analysis of classrooms. For 
example, Powell, Francisco, and Maher (2003) proposed a seven-step model for 
analysing the development of learners’ mathematical ideas, including ‘viewing the 
video attentively, describing the data, identifying critical events, transcribing, coding, 
constructing a story line and composing the narrative’ (p.413). Miller and Zhou (2007) 
proposed two further approaches to generalisability of case study findings: relying on 
expert opinions, and identifying the typicality of cases using quantitative coding of 
relevant features of cases. In the case of the LPS, the use of ‘cultural natives’ 
(researchers intimately familiar with the setting being studied) constituted a form of 
expert opinion, where the expert knowledge related to a profound understanding of the 
pedagogical traditions of the setting. Such cultural natives were well-placed to endorse 
an observed practice as representative of a particular widely-practiced pedagogy. In 
addition, quantitative coding of the occurrence of a classroom phenomenon in the LPS 
such as ‘choral response’ (unison responding by most of the class), led to the 
recognition of its significance and typicality with respect to certain classrooms, most 
notably with all three classes in Shanghai and Seoul. However, it should be noted that 
the apparent typicality of the form ‘choral response’ in both Shanghai and Seoul 
classrooms concealed major differences in the function and substance of choral 
response in those two cultural settings (see Xu, Wan, & Clarke, 2013 for detailed 
analyses). 
Using data from the 1995 TIMSS video study of Germany, Japan, and the US, Stigler 
and Hiebert (1999) concluded with the identification of ‘certain recurring features that 
typify many of the lessons within a country and distinguish the lessons among 
countries’ (p.77). They further characterise these features as based on a shared mental 
model of teaching or ‘cultural script’. They argue that the prevalence of shared scripts 
and resulting patterns of teaching were due to the shared experience of the teachers 
within the same culture as students. Givvin, Hiebert, Jacobs, Hollingsworth, and 
Gallimore (2005) reported further analysis of 638 lessons from TIMSS 1999 video data 
and compared the percentage of lesson time allocated in relation to three dimensions: 
purpose, classroom interactions, and content activity. By comparing convergence 
across and within countries in relation to these three dimensions of teaching, they 
concluded that national patterns of teaching do exist, while acknowledging that some 
aspects of the patterns within countries tended to be shared across the other countries. 
By aggregating across all teachers in a country sample, such an “average” sequence of 
lesson components could run the risk of concealing both the degree of variation between 
teachers and the underlying contingencies by which teachers might choose to 
strategically vary the sequence of instructional actions in response to characteristics of 
the class, the specific lesson topic or the location of the lesson in a topic sequence. 
Analyses undertaken as part of the Learner’s Perspective Study (LPS) challenged 
the suitability of the lesson as a unit of comparative analysis. Clarke et al. (2007) argued 
that the analysis of video data from TIMSS is based on the proposition that ‘the teacher 
practice of a nation (at least in the case of mathematics) could be explained to a 
significant extent by the teacher’s adherence to a culturally based “lesson script”’ 
(p.282). Clarke et al. (2007) presented the example of coding of the full LPS US, 
German, and Japanese data sets using the TIMSS lesson structure categories for each 
country and concluded that while the individual activity codes were useful to 
accommodate the variety of captured activities in all the classrooms of each country, 
the significant structural variations between teachers and between lessons provide little 
evidence of the conformity of all lessons to one single pattern as described by Stigler 
and Hiebert (1999). A focus on ‘lesson event’ (Clarke et al., 2007, p.287) was proposed 
as an alternative lens to characterise and represent the teachers’ purposeful organisation 
of their lessons. Some lesson events appeared to be peculiar to specific cultures or 
school systems, while others were present in most classrooms but enacted in ways 
reflective of the local culture and pedagogical history. The analysis of Kikan-Shido 
(between desks instruction) (O’Keefe, Xu, & Clarke, 2006) was presented as one 
example of an internationally pervasive practice that illustrates the teachers’ purposeful 
deployment of a lesson event dependent on the location of the lesson in a topic 
sequence. Through close analysis of actions by the teacher in the classroom, four 
emerging categories were identified to characterise the many documented functions of 
Kikan-Shido: monitoring, guiding, organising, and social talk (see Figure 2.1 for 
definitions of these categories). It is argued that focusing on levels of activity 
corresponding to the level at which teachers are likely to make structural instructional 
decisions optimises the potential of research to inform the development of instructional 
theory and innovative pedagogies (Clarke et al., 2007). Kikan-Shido provided a 
particularly useful example of a lesson event that teachers could choose to employ at a 
wide variety of points in the lesson, reflecting clearly the decision-making role of the 
teacher and problematising the idea of a cultural script as simplistically prescriptive as 
those reported by Stigler and Hiebert (1999). 
 
Figure 2.1 Definitions of Four Principal Functions within Kikan-Shido (O' Keefe et 
al., 2006, p.76) 
Analyses of ‘lesson events’ undertaken with the LPS data were significantly 
afforded by the complementary accounts methodology in which video is a key 
component, providing audio-visual records of classroom events amenable to fine-
grained analyses from various perspectives. Through detailed analyses of instructional 
variations across a topic sequence and across classrooms, the results of LPS analyses 
were intended to expand the teacher’s repertoire of instructional strategies. The 
documentation of instructional variation, as in the LPS, does not require any claims 
regarding typical practice. A single teacher’s distinctive and effective practice may 
provide a useful supplement or challenge to existing practice elsewhere, subject to the 
adaptability of the practice to the new situation. 
Comparability and validity in cross-cultural video analysis 
of classroom practices 
A major challenge for cross-cultural comparison of classroom practices is to identify or 
develop coding categories based on which comparison across culturally-situated 
practices can be carried out (Clarke, 2013). The cross-cultural validity of the categories 
employed and the means by which the comparison was undertaken are critical in 
legitimising the acts of comparison because of the possibilities of either misrepresenting 
or concealing cultural idiosyncrasies at the expense of pursuing comparability (Clarke 
et al., 2012a). As argued by Clarke et al. (2012a), any evaluative aspect of an 
international comparative study is ‘reflective of the cultural authorship of the study’ 
(p.172). In seeking to make classroom practices situated in different cultures 
comparable, the most obvious constructs for comparison can sometimes become 
problematic. 
Public versus private: a matter of definition and interpretation 
In the analysis of the TIMSS 1999 video data reported by Givvin et al. (2005), even the 
seemingly straightforward categories of classroom interactions such as public versus 
private interactions, can sometimes be problematic to distinguish. In our analysis of the 
LPS video data, we found that while it was relatively easy to identify public and private 
interactions for classrooms such as those from Shanghai and Seoul due to the relatively 
fewer instances of student-initiated public interactions, distinguishing private from 
public interactions in the US classrooms was problematic. In a few instances, while a 
majority of students were working on problems privately at their seats, some students 
might ask questions of the teacher, who was located at the other end of the classroom, 
and the conversations between the teacher and the student were audible to all students 
in the classroom. The coding of such instances as public or private is dependent on how 
the coder interprets the situation and their familiarity with the practices under 
investigation. Furthermore, the technical aspects of the original video capture become 
increasing important in these types of analyses due to the inevitable dependence on the 
quality of both visual and audio captured by cameras to distinguish such things as 
speaker and intended audience. 
 
Attention and meaning 
It is also important to note that audio-visual records captured on video may not fully 
represent what the participants can hear or see. The video record is indicative of only 
part of what the participants might have attended to, not what they actually attended to 
in class. This distinction is an important one. In the LPS, both the teacher and two focus 
students had microphones that were capable of recording everything that each of the 
individuals might say. The microphones were not nearly so effective in recording 
everything that might be audible to the individuals. And it is important to note that even 
if the microphones were sufficiently sensitive to record everything that was audible to 
the teacher, it would still be impossible to determine those things to which the teacher 
actually attended aurally. The same argument holds for those things to which an 
individual might visually attend. There might be many objects within a student’s field 
of view and these might even be discernable in the video record, but this does not in 
itself identify what the student was actually looking at and attending to at that moment. 
Post-lesson video-stimulated interviews went some way towards compensating for 
uncertainties over what was actually attended to visually and aurally. While the growing 
use of gaze tracking equipment might serve to identify the centre of the student’s field 
of view moment-by-moment and even suggest the particular object of the student’s 
attention, it remains uncertain what precise meaning that object might hold for the 
student at that moment. Again, post-lesson video-stimulated interviews can make a 
significant contribution towards understanding the meanings that a student might 
construct for the object of their attention in a retrospective manner. 
The dangers of evaluative comparisons based on video data 
In both TIMSS and LPS, some analyses can be regarded as evaluative. Where this 
occurs, the use of evaluative criteria presents ‘an ideal of effective practice’ in one 
particular culture, which may be problematic when these criteria are applied to the 
practices found in other cultures. It is our contention that comparative research can 
make a useful and important contribution to education without necessarily being 
evaluative. Indeed, if the only function of cross-cultural research were evaluative 
comparison, then the range of conclusions that could be drawn would be very limited, 
since it is extremely difficult to justify subjecting the practices of several different 
cultures to a common evaluative metric. This is particularly true for video-based 
research, where results are dependent on the researcher’s interpretation of activities 
occurring in socially complex settings such as classrooms or hospital wards. For 
example, criteria that prioritise forms of student participation in classroom activities 
will be dependent on both the possibility of the privileged activity category (e.g., 
student-student interactive speech) and the explicit valuing of particular forms of that 
activity (e.g., dialogic rather than monologic speech). 
In such cases, where local pedagogical traditions preclude certain forms of activity, 
it may be possible to describe one activity as more frequent than another across two 
culturally-distinct classrooms, but it is not necessarily legitimate to describe the 
performance of the activity in one classroom as more educationally effective than in the 
other, without considering other activities, employed in the second classroom, that 
might serve the same ends (e.g. the promotion of fluency in technical language). The 
underlying principle is related to the question of whether or not the construct that 
provides the basis (or common metric) for the evaluative comparison can be applied 
legitimately in the two settings being compared. 
Conclusion 
This chapter critically examines methodological issues in conducting cross-cultural 
comparison of classroom practices by discussing two international comparative studies 
of mathematics classrooms: TIMSS 1995 and 1999, and LPS. We have used the 
conjunction of video and cross-cultural comparative research to illustrate 
considerations that we feel must be taken into account in many if not all research 
studies. These considerations include: (1) representativeness and typification; (2) 
comparability; and (3) cultural validity. 
Addressing the issue of ‘overgeneralising’ remains a major challenge in cross-
cultural comparative studies of classroom practices due to the complexity of the social 
situations under study. Many international comparative studies only demonstrate ‘in-
the-moment’ realities that may not be typical and are therefore difficult to generalise 
across a wide range of social and cultural situations (Vistro-Yu, 2013). In order to 
ensure the representativeness of selected cases, researchers need to describe the 
selection process and provide evidence to support the claims about their 
representativeness vis-à-vis the underlying phenomena. Every case study report is 
representative of those things that the researcher thought important. But can the report 
claim to be representative of anything else, particularly of anything about the setting, 
the participants, or their actions, that might suggest a pattern characteristic of some 
wider class of situations or individuals? Where the report of a case study provides such 
complete or graphic depiction of a setting or an individual as to create a shock of 
recognition in the reader, then that connective recognition constitutes a form of 
generalisation from the specific case to phenomena and settings familiar to the reader. 
Phrases such as ‘an inferential bridge’ (Shulman, 1981) have been invoked to justify a 
form of generalisation that legitimises the reader’s right to see connections between the 
research report and settings with which they are familiar. The obligation of the 
researcher is to provide such detail as is likely to facilitate such connection. 
In the case of the LPS, the detailed reporting of the multiple purposes for which 
teachers employ the instructional activity referred to in Japanese as ‘Kikan-shido’ 
(literally, ‘between desks instruction’) struck a chord with many educators, especially 
practicing teachers, who immediately recognised an instructional strategy in 
widespread use. This recognition leads the reader of the research report to examine the 
research account for other contextual features shared between the case and situations 
familiar to the reader. As more of these are identified, so the reader is more inclined to 
presume that the findings of the case study might have relevance to settings with which 
the reader is familiar. In this way, a case study achieves a form of selective 
generalisability through the reader’s recognition of similarity from which Shulman’s 
inferential bridge can be constructed. 
Another major challenge highlighted in this chapter is to develop and identify coding 
categories with which comparison across culturally-situated practices can be carried 
out. The cross-cultural validity of the categories and the means by which the 
comparison was undertaken are critical in legitimising the acts of comparison because 
of the possibility of either misrepresenting or concealing cultural idiosyncrasies in the 
pursuit of comparability (Clarke et al., 2012a). Video records of classrooms in different 
countries generated using the same research design such as in the TIMSS and LPS 
projects provide the basis for comparison of classroom practice in distinctive cultural 
contexts. Video provides a key medium for accessing culturally specific practices, 
which would be otherwise impossible to study or compare. Video records provide 
important points of reference by which researchers can evaluate the consistency in their 
interpretation of classroom events within the local project team and negotiate the 
validity of interpretation of these same event types with those collaborating 
international teams who were responsible for generating the cross-cultural video 
dataset. 
This chapter shares the authors’ reflections on undertaking cross-cultural video 
studies of classroom practices. Drawing upon examples of video analyses undertaken 
by the authors, this chapter demonstrates that cultural validity is in constant tension 
with the drive to compare. Therefore, we argue that identified differences (and 
similarities) may be constructions (artefacts) of the classificatory scheme being used 
and must be examined critically in relation to the assumptions and theoretical 
perspectives brought by the authoring researchers that might potentially privilege 
certain cultural practices while misrepresenting or silencing others. In order to address 
the dual priorities of validity and comparability, researchers must find a satisfactory 
balance between both obligations. 
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